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ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

As an interdisciplinary profession encompassing macro, mezzo,
and micro fields of praxis, well-informed and ethical social work
practice necessitates the continual utilization of information literacy skills across a wide and ever-evolving range of information
sources and access points. In response to a dearth of scholarship
concerning information literacy instruction in social work education, this article reports on an initial endeavor to quantify and
describe the nature of information literacy instruction in social
work education on a national level in the United States. In addition
to a review and discussion of the National Social Work Librarians
Survey’s descriptive data, this article addresses pedagogic and
institutional challenges germane to the advocacy for the inclusion of information literacy instruction in social work curricula.

embedded instruction;
faculty engagement;
graduate students;
information literacy; social
work education

Introduction
This project is conceptualized as a companion piece to the co-authors’ previous article entitled “Library Awareness and Use Among Graduate Social Work Students: An
Assessment and Action Research Project.” The previous study explored the use of
library services and resources over 3 years by master’s of social work (MSW) students enrolled in a public, urban school of social work. The findings suggest that
first-year MSW students engage with more library services and resources when
information literacy (IL) instruction is embedded into all sections of a required
course, corresponds to an online guide, and links to a specific academic task (Bausman and Ward 2015). The co-authors hope these findings will contribute to a baseline of best practices regarding IL instruction in MSW curricula.
The need for the development of a cogent set of best practices is well supported
by the relative dearth of scholarly literature related to IL instruction in social work
education. In addition to acknowledging this gap, the extant literature is also in
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accord regarding concerns that although many social work students lack graduatelevel information literacy skills, instruction is insufficiently supported by and integrated into social work education (Bausman and Ward 2015). The co-authors would
additionally note the absence of literature that explicates the contextualized IL needs
specific to practitioners across social work fields of practice.
The first author maintains engagement with other social work librarians through
the National Social Work Librarians Special Interest Group, which meets yearly
at the Council on Social Work Education (CSWE) Annual Meeting, as well as
through the Social Work/Social Welfare Roundtable of the Association of College
and Research Libraries (ACRL) Education, Behavior and Social Sciences (EBSS)
Section. These colleagues provide social-work-specific IL instruction and liaison
service within their institutions. However, as a whole, these colleagues are affiliated with only about 10 percent of the social work programs in the United States.
Upon the heels of the co-authors’ aforementioned previous study in tandem with
the scarcity of relevant professional literature, this provoked curiosity as to what
IL instruction in aggregate looks like across social work programs on a national
level.
In an effort to establish a foundational knowledge base concerning the national
landscape of IL instruction in social work education, the co-authors designed and
distributed an online survey to 251 social work librarian specialists in the United
States during the summer of 2015. This article reports on the findings of the National
Social Work Librarians (NSWL) Survey and promotes discourse regarding the collaborative and pedagogic challenges inherent in the advocacy for and implementation of integrated IL instruction within social work curricula.
Framing discussion
Two sides of the same coin

As mentioned already, a review of the literature for the previous study concerning
MSW students’ engagement with library resources revealed a paucity of scholarship
related to IL instruction in social work education. While approximately 250 MSWgranting institutions in the United States graduated more than 110,000 new social
workers during 2009–2014 (Council on Social Work Education [CSWE] 2015),
there were only six articles that directly reported on IL instruction in social work
education published during this same time period.
Across seven of the articles included in the review of literature for the social work
student, two describe required IL training sessions (Brutsman and Bernard 2007;
Bellard 2005); two describe embedded instruction (Xu 2009; Kayser et al. 2014);
three describe online methods (Ismail 2009, 2010; Kayser et al. 2014); two describe
efforts to train faculty members to embed IL training strategies into their curricula
(Johnson, Whitfield, and Grohe 2011; Kayser et al. 2014); three made use of preinstruction assessment (Bellard 2005; Ismail 2009; Johnson, Whitfield, and Grohe
2011); and three made use of postinstruction assessment (Bellard 2005; Brutsman

Downloaded by [Hunter College] at 07:25 03 August 2017

The Social Work Librarian and Information Literacy Instruction

111

and Bernard 2007; Johnson, Whitfield, and Grohe 2011). Consistent themes concern
the need for social work faculty buy-in and collaborative approaches, for integrated
curricula beyond a singular “library orientation” session, and for meaningful assessment strategies.
Moreover, in aggregate, the literature suggests a fundamental divide between
social work curricula and IL instruction. To this point, contributions by Bradley
(2013) and Adams (2014) illuminate the deficiency of IL instruction integration
into social work education through evaluation of accreditation standards across various professions internationally and through the disconnects between the evidencebased model and ACRL Competency Standards. It is as though social work educators are only marginally aware of information literacy and its centrality to successful
academic pursuits and professional social work endeavors.
It would seem then that there are perhaps two sides to this information literacy coin: instruction and advocacy. In other words, to provide comprehensive IL
instruction, social work librarians must develop the capacities to impart efficaciously
what it is, why it is important, and what it optimally entails in order to advocate for
its inclusion in social work curricula.
What do you call it?

Most librarians in higher education can share a story in which an academic colleague
struggles to assign a name to and/or to describe what it is that instructional librarians teach. While avoiding professional jargon is a wise caveat, it is refutable whether
or not the term “information literacy” falls into this category. The co-authors posit
that it does not. Instead, the co-authors place the term “information literacy” into
the realm of professional academic language. Placing the term “information literacy” into the professional lexicon thus promotes that which librarians teach as an
interdisciplinary subject area with a defined framework, a pedagogic foundation,
and value to instructors and students.
The challenge does not end with terminology, however, but is compounded by
the churn within the academic library community itself not only to build a demonstrable definition for IL but also to create benchmarks for its assessment. In 2000,
the ACRL put forth a definition underpinned by corresponding standards, performance indicators, and outcomes: “Information literacy is a set of abilities requiring
individuals to ‘recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate,
evaluate, and use effectively the needed information”’ (ACRL 2004).
More recently, drawing upon the threshold concepts learning model, ACRL
engaged in a multiyear project reconceptualizing IL into six frames, each supported
by knowledge practices and dispositions. The resulting Framework for Information
Literacy in Higher Education (the Framework) states:
Information literacy is the set of integrated abilities encompassing the reflective discovery
of information, the understanding of how information is produced and valued, and the use
of information in creating new knowledge and participating ethically in communities of
learning. (ACRL 2016)
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The rich discourse that permeates the academic library community regarding the
Framework is ample testament to its importance and timeliness. But while this may
represent a critical period in the evolution of academic librarianship, the nuances of
this process and its outputs may not be universally meaningful or accessible to nonlibrary academic colleagues, especially when devoid of contextualization to specific
disciplines. Social work educators therefore may well inquire not only “what do you
call it?” and “what does that mean?” but also “why is that important to social work?”
All are fair questions. As a social work librarian, the first author continually hones
her “elevator” speech to respond to these questions as they pertain to social work
education and practice. It currently goes something like this:
Information literacy refers to a way of thinking that shapes one’s relationship with the information universe across all aspects of one’s life. Technologies evolve, disciplines advance,
and resources change. And an information literate social worker possesses the capacity to
traverse this churn, identify the need for information, discover and evaluate the resources
available, and integrate new knowledge into practice.
Information literacy is essential to lifelong learning, a value central to the ethical practice
of social work. Information literacy and social work intersect in myriad ways across all
methodologies and fields of practice including engagement with evidence-based practice
models; treatment planning and case management; development and assessment of services and programs; organizational management and leadership; grant writing; community
organizing; global social work; and, of course, research.

Further, as a discipline predicated on enacting positive change within the social
environment, it would reasonably follow that social work communities should be
aware of and responsive to the elevation of IL as a macro imperative on a variety
of levels that intersect with social work education and practice. For example, in
the co-authors’ institution’s strategic plan, IL is identified as an objective attached
to the institutional goal to increase student success and engagement as promoted
by the accreditation authority, the Middle States Commission on Higher Education
(Hunter College Senate Strategic Plan Committee 2016).
Another compelling example includes the Lyon Declaration on Access to Information and Development. Crafted by the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLAI), the Lyon Declaration is an advocacy document
addressed to the United Nations Member States asking that they
make an international commitment to use the post-2015 development agenda (2016–2030)
to ensure that everyone has access to, and is able to understand, use and share the information that is necessary to promote sustainable development and democratic societies. (IFLAI
2014)

The Lyon Declaration has clear social justice implications for both international
and domestic social work practice.

A social justice issue

This constitutes perhaps the most powerful advocacy strategy librarians can bring
to their social work colleagues: that information literacy is a social justice issue. In
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their recent work on the topic, Gregory and Higgins (2013) promote this argument
in ways consistent with an anti-oppressive lens. Moreover, they eloquently bring
voice to the pedagogic framework “critical information literacy,” which is very
much in tandem with a post-modernist social work educational model. Drawing
from Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, they state that critical information
literacy “differs from standard definitions … in that it takes into consideration the
social, political, economic, and corporate systems that have power and influence
over information production, dissemination, access and consumption” (Gregory
and Higgins 2013, 4).
While it is beyond the scope of this article, a closer examination of the natural
fit between “critical information literacy” and anti-oppressive, post-modern social
work pedagogic models may set forth pathways for IL instruction to seamlessly settle
into social work education, thereby eliminating tension between skill sets that at this
juncture are largely considered to be disparate.

Methodology
The National Social Work Librarians (NSWL) Survey protocol was vetted by the
Hunter College/City University of New York Internal Review Board and received
an exempt status.
The NSWL Survey consists of six sections and 20 multiple-choice items. A dozen
items require the participant to select one response, while eight items allow for multiple responses (all those that apply). The sections cover instruction, online supports, reference and research services, assessment, library and school setting, and
the librarian. A 21st item consists of an opened-ended text response inviting the
participant to share their thoughts about the status of IL instruction in social work
education, challenges, and best practices. All items are optional. The online survey
runs on institutionally accessed Qualtrics software. The survey is anonymous and
does not collect IP addresses.
Recruitment for survey participants consisted of direct outreach to social work
librarians, subject specialists, and liaisons, as well as postings to the listservs for
the University Libraries Section of ACRL and the Social Work Librarians Interest
Group. To identify the individuals in the cohort, the co-authors worked from the
list of accredited social work master’s programs from the Council on Social Work
Education’s website to identify the individual(s) designated on each institution’s
library’s website as the social work librarian, subject specialist, or liaison. An invitation with a link to the survey was emailed to a cohort of 251 potential participants.
The survey was available for 6 weeks and a reminder invitation was distributed to
the entire cohort during the third week.

Descriptive data
In total, 145 valid surveys were completed, a response rate of 58 percent. As all of the
items on the NSWL Survey are optional, the total number of respondents per item
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Figure . Range of instruction formats.
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varies. In addition, for those items allowing for multiple responses, the response
totals do not equal 100.
Demographics

The majority of the NSWL Survey respondents are employed by public institutions
(75 percent) in an urban setting (62 percent) with enrollment of more than 10,000
students (65 percent). Typically, the social work selected library materials are integrated into multidisciplinary collections (66 percent) within one of multiple libraries
within the institution (54 percent). Only 10 percent of the respondents report their
institution maintains a social work specific library. The majority of the respondents
work in institutions in which librarians have faculty status (69 percent). Of those, 36
percent hold the rank of associate professor and 29 percent hold the rank of assistant
professors, with 59 percent reporting they have earned tenure.
Instruction

The majority of respondents report providing IL instruction session for a duration
of 30–60 minutes (69 percent), with 31 percent reporting sessions of longer duration. Fifty-two percent of respondents teach five or fewer instructional sessions per
semester, while 28 percent provide 5–10 sessions, 14 percent provide 10–15 sessions,
and 6 percent provide more than 15 sessions per semester.
Figure 1 shows the range of instruction formats used, indicating nearly all social
work librarians provide an orientation and are involved with both one-shot sessions
embedded in course curriculum and invited sessions initiated by course instructors.
Figure 2 shows the mode of delivery for instruction session. Every respondent
indicates an in-person instruction component, while 30 percent also indicate the use
of online asynchronous delivery and 18 percent report online synchronous delivery.
Online supports

Research guides are heavily used by social work librarians: 91 percent of the respondents report primary stewardship of a social work guide, 87 percent report using

The Social Work Librarian and Information Literacy Instruction

115

Downloaded by [Hunter College] at 07:25 03 August 2017

Figure . Modes of instruction delivery.

guides in instruction sessions, 86 percent report their library has a “general” social
work guide, and 55 percent report they curate multiple social work guides. Likewise,
80 percent of the respondents report they provide links to video tutorials, 53 percent
use video during their instruction, and 37 percent report they create their own video
content. Ninety-six percent of the institutions use an electronic course management
system (CMS), 31 percent of the respondents report some level of collaboration on
the CMS course pages, and 71 percent report the CMS provides a link to the library’s
website.
Reference and research services

All respondents provide research consultation services. Drop-in reference service is
provided by 79 percent at a reference desk and by 84 percent of respondents in their
offices. Other reference formats include telephone (96 percent), e-mail (94 percent),
and online live chat services (76 percent).
Assessment

While this cohort routinely provides instruction and reference services, they report
comparatively far less by way of assessment activities. 53 percent of the respondents
report seeking feedback from their students in an online format, while 41 percent
report doing the same in paper format. Both the online and paper feedback surveys
ask for students’ perception of the helpfulness of in-class instruction sessions with a
librarian. Thirty-one percent report seeking student perception concerning overall
engagement with the library. Twenty-seven percent report that students are assigned
a library specific assignment that was not graded, while only 11 percent report that
students are assigned a graded task that includes demonstration of IL skills.
Perception

The last set of NSWL survey items is concerned with librarian’s perception of MSW
students’ IL competencies upon beginning (Figure 3) and completing (Figure 4)
their degree.
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Figure . Librarian perception of student competency upon entering program.

Only 7 percent of the respondents perceive that students entering their MSW
program possess the IL skills adequate for graduate-level academic work. Twentynine percent report no opinion either way, but a full 64 percent of the respondents
perceive their beginning students do not possess sufficient graduate-level IL skills. In
contrast, 53 percent of the respondents perceive their new graduates as possessing
IL skills adequate for professional practice. While 53 percent is a solid number, it
nevertheless leaves a full third (34 percent) of the respondents unsure whether their
graduates possess IL skills adequate for professional practice and 13 percent who
perceive that they do not.
The co-authors pursued deeper data analysis into this last question. Upon entering a graduate-level program, it makes sense that students may not possess graduatelevel IL skills, assuming that such skills are taught as part of the program. However,
it is striking that nearly half of the NSWL Survey respondents are unsure whether

Figure . Librarian perception of student competency upon completing program.
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new graduates from their programs acquire IL skills adequate for professional social
work practice, or perceive that they do not.
What might be learned from a closer look at these three subgroups of respondents? Are there correlations between aspects of instruction, assessment, and/or size
of student body and the perception of either acquisition or continued deficits of IL
skills necessary for professional social work practice?
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Statistical testing and data analysis
Due to the small, nonrandom sample for the NSWL Survey, the application of statistical analysis is problematic and should therefore be considered exploratory in
nature. Nevertheless, the co-authors chose to move forward due to the unique nature
of the dataset to explore possible correlations and identify areas for further research.
The co-authors compared the respondents’ perceptions of their students’ IL skills
upon graduation with modes of instruction, assessment strategies, and size of student enrollment.
A contingency-table analysis allowed for comparisons between these categorical variables. The co-authors cross-tabulated the perception of skill categories
with types of information literacy instruction (library orientation, invited oneshot sessions, integrated one-shot sessions, series of integrated instruction sessions,
optional workshop, required workshop, online video tutorials, no information literacy instruction). The initial chi-squared analysis indicated one statistically significant relationship, for the series of integrated instruction sessions and the perception
of skill. However, upon post hoc analysis with adjustments to the p values to account
for the number of tests, the comparison between each category ultimately yielded
no statistically significant results. Further, chi-squared testing between perception
of skill and assessment strategies and size of student body likewise revealed no significant results.
Discussion of data
While disappointing, acceptance of the null hypotheses regarding the chi-squared
analyses is not unexpected or surprising. As noted earlier, the sample size is small
and nonrandom, and the structure of the survey and categories of the data are difficult to interpret in a meaningful way for this type of analysis. Nevertheless, appraisal
of the descriptive data in aggregate not only unfolds a heretofore untold narrative
but also suggests areas for further inquiry.
Perhaps most germane to the discussion of both the descriptive and statistical findings of this study is that perception, by both students and librarians, is an
amorphous factor by which to evaluate efficacy of instructional efforts. It would be
interesting to capture what factors librarians attribute to successful skills acquisition,
especially to other librarians. But perception as a measure is murky at best and vulnerable to myriad factors that are difficult to control for, including bias, speculation,
and wishful thinking.
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Upon a more granular look at the subgroup of respondents who indicate that their
students graduate with the necessary IL skills for professional practice, it becomes
clear that the most frequent assessment method employed is a survey (either online
or on paper) to gauge student’ perceptions of the value of IL instruction sessions.
As noted previously, a graded assignment demonstrating IL skills is the least used
method of assessment (11 percent by the entire cohort) and is reported by only four
respondents of the “professional skills acquired” subgroup of respondents. Therefore, respondents’ perceptions are largely predicated upon their students’ perceptions. While evidence of students’ positive regard for instruction is gratifying and
bodes well for library engagement, it is not a measure of skills acquisition. What
is needed are assessment opportunities by which to benchmark actual skills. In the
context of graduate-level social work education, that means collaboration with social
work faculty and meaningfully integrated IL instruction that is sanctioned by the
social work program.
Data from the co-authors’ previous survey of faculty at their institution reveals
high regard among academic faculty concerning a relational connection to librarian subject specialists, yet the services of which they are most aware and of which
they report the most frequent use tend to be autonomous, nonrelational resources
(Bausman, Ward, and Pell 2014). Engaging academic instructors in collaboration
and building buy-in for IL instruction may be largely contingent upon leveraging
both formal and informal opportunities to create those relational connections with
instructional faculty outside of the library.
NSWL Survey respondents report interaction with instructional faculty across
a range of contact points. Naturally, the majority of the cohort reports contact at
the time of instruction or upon faculty request for services, including queries concerning their own research projects. However, a majority of respondents also report
providing five or fewer instruction sessions per semester and only 15 report actual
collaboration on a research project, systematic review, or professional presentation.
This raises many questions about the content, breadth, and depth of interaction in
such contexts. Roughly two-thirds indicate casual contact with faculty across natural
campus settings, while slightly more than half report contact points in the context
of formal committee work or faculty meetings. It is unclear which or what combinations of these interactive opportunities are most effective in promoting integrated
IL instruction and nurturing buy-in.
Finally, while the NSWL Survey is not intended as a collection tool for qualitative data, the 62 comments offered in response to “Please share your thoughts
about the status of information literacy instruction in social work education, challenges, and best practices” highlight two recurrent themes. First, many respondents note that students begin MSW programs with serious deficits in IL, research,
writing, and technology skills, particularly older students who have been out of
an academic setting for a long time. Complicating attempts to provide remediation, respondents note that social work faculty tend to overestimate their students’
IL skills. One respondent writes: “Profs assume students have the research and
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organizational skills they will need to do well in a course. This is a bad assumption.” Further, several respondents express concern that “social work students need
to know a variety of information types that make their info lit [sic] needs more varied than other … degree programs.”
Second, respondents consistently reiterate that endorsement of IL instruction by
individual instructors is the defining factor as to whether or not students receive
adequate IL instruction, or any IL instruction at all. The commentary suggests that
IL instruction within the respondents’ social work programs is not institutionally
sanctioned but rather occurs or not according to the predilection of the individual
social work educator. According to one respondent:
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Really it comes down to faculty. If the faculty are willing to listen and work with you then,
together, you can provide a good information literacy environment for the students. If the
faculty don’t want to work with you, don’t choose to emphasize information literacy …
there is little librarians can do.

Another respondent suggests: “stronger CSWE standards regarding info lit [sic]
would certainly help make the case for integrated info lit [sic].”

Summary
The NSWL Survey demonstrates a healthy IL instruction environment in essential
areas. First and foremost, library orientation and one-shot IL instruction sessions
are pervasive across social work master’s-level programs. There are questions about
universality, given that the numbers of IL instruction sessions per semester raise
concern as to whether enough students are receiving instruction. Nevertheless, the
ubiquitous presence of IL instruction, even at a minimal level, throughout the social
work education landscape is a precedent essential for future expansion of services.
Likewise, social work librarians create and curate a high level of online supports.
The use of online research guides is nearly universal, the majority of librarians provide linkage to online tutorials, and one-third create their own online training content. The institutions of nearly all the respondents use an electronic CMS, nearly
all of which contain a link to the library and on which one-third of the respondents report some level of collaboration. A deficit of the NSWL Survey may be the
absence of a thorough inquiry to identify which programs incorporate online and
distance learning strategies as opposed to campus-based instruction, how, and to
what degree. As social work programs continue to leverage educational technologies, understanding the corresponding differential balance regarding IL instruction
integration, modalities, and resources will be increasingly needful.
The two most pronounced findings from the NSWL Survey concern assessment
and collaboration. As noted in the preceding discussion, only 11 percent of the
respondents report that their programs assess the information literacy skills of their
students in a formalized, graded capacity. While more than half of the respondents
state they perceive that their students graduate with the IL skills necessary for professional practice, very few have the opportunity to employ a reliable method by which
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to evaluate that this is so. Remediation of this deficit is contingent upon access to
instructional opportunities and incorporation of both instruction and assessment
into curricula.
Developing the collaborative and relational groundwork needed to achieve such
a goal is not well understood and is fraught with obstacles. It may be that the
formal and informal opportunities needed to nurture the type of the liaison required
involve activities that may or may not be within the purview of the library, at which
librarians may or may not be welcomed, and/or for which librarians’ existing responsibilities may or may not reasonably permit their participation. It is likely such processes must be considered on a highly localized level and are dependent of the flexibility of the existing infrastructure and the degree to which institutional and culture
change would be necessary, tolerated and/or welcomed.

Areas for further study and advocacy
Both social work education and practice would benefit from further study and advocacy in the following areas:
r Development of a cogent set of best practices for IL instruction in social work
education nationally.
r Use of curriculum mapping on local programmatic levels to identify critical IL
instruction junctures, including:
◦ real-time application to an academic and/or practice task;
◦ incorporation of discreet graded, assessment tasks and/or an assessment
strategy integrated into grading rubric;
◦ linkage to CSWE practice competencies and ACRL Standards/Framework;
and
◦ defined learning outcomes.
r Promotion of interdisciplinary collaboration between social work faculties and
librarians in order to normalize the incorporation of IL instruction into social
work curricula.
The co-authors intend to further this study through the development and
implementation of a qualitative study seeking voluntary participants from the
same cohort in order to probe further into the areas just described. Of specific interest is the use of curriculum mapping, the criteria social work librarians use to frame perception of student competencies in the absence of graded
assignments, and the relational components associated with effective instructional
collaborations.
Lastly, keeping in mind that the promotion of equitable, egalitarian service and
social justice are explicit professional values inherent to librarianship (American
Library Association [ALA] 2008 [1939]) and social work ( National Association of
Social Workers [NASW] 2008), respectively, the co-authors urge social work library
liaisons to draw upon the natural linkages between “critical information literacy”
and the anti-oppressive pedagogic models routinely underpinning social work
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curricula. Both as an area for future research and as a guiding tenet for instructional praxis, the natural fit between the two offers much common ground upon
which collaborative efforts may find firm, mutually supportive, and complementary
foundations.
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